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THE AUTHOR AS GHOST
IN THE
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY
Laura J. Rosenthal

he "work," Foucault has observed, "which had once the
duty of providing immortality, now possesses the right
®^to kill, to be its author's murderer."' In response to
Roland Barthes's celebration of the author's death, however,
Foucault insists on the material basis of all such significant
institutional transformations. This death does not release
writing from limitations, he argues, but rather transforms the
system of constraint whose new mode has yet to be determined.
The work's murderous capacity, then, becomes not just a
metaphor that cracks open a new strategy of reading, but an
indication of or call for institutional change. Similarly, the
work's erstwhile power to provide immortality to its creator
also marks a particular form of discursive circulation.^
' Michel Foucault, "What is an Author.'" in Textual Strategies: Perspectives in PostStructuralism Criticism, ed. Josue V. Harari (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1979) 142.
^ See Roland Barthes, "The Death of the Author," The Rustle of Language, trans.
Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1986). For an interesting
contribution to this problem, see Svetlana Boym, who demonstrates the ways in
which the "death of the author" can be understood as a particular authorial
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while the late twentieth century may have witnessed an
epistemic transformation represented by the author's death, the
eighteenth century witnessed, as Foucault and others have
argued, a change characterized by the literal possibility of the
author's survival.^ Writing of course could never guarantee
survival: like Scheherazade, Richard Savage spun texts to
postpone death. Nevertheless, literature became property and
the author, as Mark Rose has aipied, its proprietor. But while
authorship offered a new kind of professional life, more than
one crucial site of its aesthetic formation and proprietary
negotiation takes as its occasion, metaphor, or representation
the writer's death. Edward Young's Conjectures on Original
Composition, which self-consciously proclaims the formulation
of new values in authorship, names as the "jewel" of the essay
the death of Addison and withholds until the end a description
of the dramatist's noble passing. Young claims Addison's death
as itself the playwright's most original composition. Shake
speare, the author whom Young names, after Addison, as the
greatest original genius, also accumulates an association with the
boundary between life and death in his frequent figuration as a
construction in which the writer participates. Death in Quotation Marks: Cultural
Myths of the Modem Poet (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991).
' See also the important considerations of this issue by Peter Stallybrass and AUon
White, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1986); Mark Rose, "The Author as Proprietor: Donaldson v. Becket and the
Genealogy of Modern Authorship," Representations 23 (1988); Martha Woodmanssee, "The Genius and the Copyright: Economic and Legal Conditions of the
Emergence of the 'Author,'" Eighteenth-Century Studies 17 (1984): 425-48; Alvin
B. Kernan, Printing Technology, Letters, and Samuel Johnson (Princeton: Princeton
Univenity Press, 1987); Linda Zionkowski, "Territorial Disputes in the Republic
of Letters: Canon Formation and the Literary Profession," The Eighteenth Century:
Theory and Interpretation 31 (1990); Laura J. Rosenthal, "^e)Writing Lear:
Literary Property and Dramatic Authorship" in John Brewer and Susan Staves, eds.
Early Modem Conceptions of Property (London: Routledge, 1995). Joseph
Loewenstein in "The Script in the Marketplace," Representations 12 (1985): 101-14
demonstrates Ben Jonson's consciousness of writing as property, but also his
attafchment to earher forms of authorship. This essay is particularly indebted to
the suggestiveness of Woodmansee, Loewenstein, and Stallybrass and White.
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ghost. Addison's moment of death represents the quintessence
of authorship for Young; the ghosts of Shakespeare, I will
arpie, serve a similar function. Since Shakespeare becomes, as
Michael Dobson has argued, the eighteenth century's national
poet,"* he provides for Young and others a figure for authorship
itself. His ghost tends to appear in places like prologues to
adaptations of his own plays, where the borders of textual
property come into question. But Shakespeare not only
provides an origin for eighteenth-century adapters and imitators;
he serves for Young and others as a supremely original author,
in spite of his extensive borrowing from other texts.
The ghost of Shakespeare and the dying Addison appear at
these crucial moments of authorial construction—the first to
guard the boundaries of textual property, the second as Young's
quintessential vision of original composition—because the
disembodied author embodies the contradictions of eighteenthcentury authorship. On the one hand, the author owned
property in writing and, unlike the patronized poet, partici
pated in market relations. But if the patronized author achieved
status through aristocratic association, the eighteenth-century
proprietary author risked no distinction at all from anyone else
who brought their goods to market. Many eighteenth-century
authors, including Young himself, put together careers through
a combination of patronage and marketplace participation.
Before Young finally achieved financial security upon obtaining
the rectory of Welwyn, he wrote numerous dedications in the
hope of support and turned to the stage, potentially the most
lucrative of literary endeavors, when he needed money the
most.^ But writing's potential material value undermined its
potential social capital.^ As Dustin Griffin has argued, the
•* The Making of the National Poet: Shakespeare, Adaptation and Authorship,
1660-1769 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992).
' For Yoimg's career, see Henry C. SheUey, The Life and Letters of Edward Young
(London, 1914) and Harold Forster, Edward Young: .The Poet of Night Thoughts,
1683-176S (Alburgh: Etskine Press, 1986).
' Throughout this essay I draw on the divisions between forms of capital observed
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Scriblerians represented commercial writing as a fall from grace
and looked back to a golden age in which "literature was the
province of learned gentlemen."^ Certainly by the middle of the
eighteenth century, those who wished to distinguish their
writing as the social capital of leisurely accomplishment from
the economic capital of professional writing now needed to
argue their case: the burden of proof for writing as upper-class
pleasure fell to those who would claim this position. This
contradiction between authorship as both in and above material
exchange often found a symbolic resolution for Young and
others in the figure of the author's death. Edward Young's
original composer, like the dying Addison, transcends the
material world, material need, and the material concerns for
profit. In eighteenth-century authorship, the cultural and
economic capital of writing develop into a complex relationship
of both intersection and distinction. The representation of the
author as the ghost of Shakespeare articulates, sometimes
simultaneously, an insistence upon writing as property and a
distancing from the cultural position of those who traffic in
commodities. Indeed, only a ghost could fulfill the contradic
tory authorial demands between materiality and immateriality:
in Young's construction of modern authorship, the only true
author is a dead author.

Edward Young's Conjectures on Original Composition positions
itself as a new theory of authorship, as a turning point in the
valuation of certain kinds of writing. Young declares his essay
as itself an original—as the first polemic to identify originality
as the defining characteristic of true authorship: "I begin with
Original Composition; and the more willingly, as it seems an
by Pierre Bourdieu in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, trans.
Richard Nice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984).
' "Fictions of Eighteenth Century Authorship," Essays in Criticism 43 (1993): 183.
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original subject to me, who have seen nothing hitherto written
on it."^ The significance of Young's essay as an articulation of
an emergent eighteenth-century construction of authorship has
long been acknowledged; Ian Watt, for example, calls the essay
"epoch-making."' Young's entanglement of this theory of
authorship with the death of Addison, however, has drawn less
attention. Young frames his Conjectures with Addison's death:
in the opening, he promises to conduct the reader to a
monument "in which is a hidden Lustre, like the sepulchral
Lamps of old; but not like them will This be extinguished, but
shine the brighter for being produced, after so long Conceal
ment, into open Day" (3). He withholds the dramatic events
which the sepulchral lamps will illuminate until the end,
although his morbid images haunt the essay. Finally, Young
reveals his privileged knowledge of the exemplary moment of
Addison's death as his "chief inducement for writing at all"
(108).
Thoughts on Addison's death take up nearly a quarter of this
essay, but Young makes only a connection by occasion between
his theory of authorship and celebration of the dignity of
Addison's death: Addison had once asked him for his thoughts
on original and moral writing. The essay itself, then, stands as
a posthumous reply to Addison, as part of a conversation with
' Conjectures on Original Composition, 2nd ed. (London, 1759), 4. In his article
"Conjectures on Unoriginal Composition," The Eighteenth Century; Theory and
Interpretation 11 (1981): 58-73, Joel Weinsheimer points out that this claim to
originality of ai^ument appears only in Yotmg's revision for the second edition
and constitutes the single substantial difference between the editions. Clearly
others had argued for originality previously; Yoimg, in fact, alludes to those
argiunents. Yet he "feels compelled," as Weinsheimer points out, "for the sake of
consistency to make the claim, however ill fotmded, of originality" (59). See also
Weinsheimer's Imitation (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984). Weinsheimer
identifies Yotmg's "originalism" as one of three major movements—the others being
empiricism and historicism—that undermined the theoretical basis for imitation.
Future quotations from the Conjectures cited in the text from the first edition
reprinted in facsimile by the Scholar Press Lirmted (Leeds, England, 1966).
' The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1957), 14.
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the dead. But even Richardson, who had encouraged Young to
make the story of Addison's death public, found its juxtapos
ition with a theory of original composition jarring. After
reading a draft, he wrote
Let me ask, however great and noble what you say of Mr.
Addison's death is, whether it may not bear shortening?
Will it not be thought laboured? And when, from the
different nature of diseases, some of them utterly
incapacitating, and deliriums happening often, it is not, or
may not be, discouraging to surviving friends, to find
wanting in the dying those tokens of resignation and true
Christian piety, which Mr. Addison was graciously
enabled to express.^®
Richardson finds Young's focus on Addison's moment of death
confusing and distasteful. In another letter, he warns that this
scene undermines the point about originality:
I was very desirous that the anecdote of Addison's deathscene should be inserted: yet, so many admirable things
as there are in every page of the piece, was half sorry to
have that made the sole end of your writing it. Your
subject of original composition is new, and nobly spirited.
How much is your execution admired! But three good
judges of my acquaintance, and good men too, wish, as I
presumed formerly myself to propose, that the subject
had been kept more separable and distinct. They think
the next to divine vehemence (so one of them expressed
Richardson to Young, 18 December, 1758, in Henry Pettit, ed. The Correspon
dence of Edward Young, 1683-1765 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971). Quoted by
Patricia Pbilbps in "Richardson, Young and the Conjectures:
Another
Interpretation," Studia Neophilologica: A Journal of Germanic and Romance
Languages and Literature 53 (1981): 110-11. Phillips demonstrates that Richardson
supported Yotmg's position on originahty.
See also Alan D. McKillop,
"Richardson, Yoimg and the Conjectures," Modem Philology 22 (1925): 391-404.
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himself,) with which original writing is recommended,
suffers some cooling abatement; which it would not have
done, had the solemn subject been left to the last."
The relationship between Addison's death and original
authorship is indeed puzzling and left unjustified by the author.
I believe, however, that the Conjectures demonstrates a
connection between these uncomfortably juxtaposed issues,
though perhaps one outside of Young's conscious control.
Death becomes Addison's quintessential moment of authorship:
"his compositions are but a noble preface," Young declares, "the
grand work is his death." In a historical context in which the
burden of proving refusal to participate in the marketplace fell
to the writer, originality and the literal death of the author
converge as complementary strategies for Young that deny or
provide an escape from the materiality of writing. Just as the
moment of death marks the difference between a body in need
and a body beyond need, so originality in Young's Conjectures
marks the difference between the market-driven hack and the
genius. And the need to distinguish those positions becomes
urgent because their difference had become entirely unclear. If
in the seventeenth century gentlemen-poets like George
Etherege and the Duke of Newcastle achieved legitimacy
precisely for their lack of dependence on or (in some cases) even
interest in earning a profit, and a writer like Thomas Hobbes
could earn social capital through the economic capital of
Newcastle's patronage, what in the eighteenth century
distinguished Pope from Colley Gibber or Young from Eliza
Heywood when each of those writers, whether "professional"
or "hack," earned a living at some point in their careers from
the sale of their copyrights or profits from performance of their
plays? Professionals and geniuses participate in exactly the same
economy as those against whom they attempt to distinguish
" Richardson to Young, 29 May 1759 (Pettit, 501-02). Also quoted by Phillips.
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themselves. In Young's essay, death and originality appear to
provide two routes of escape from the material.
In Young's Conjectures, originality has little meaning in itself,
but rather functions as a signifier of difference, permitting and
upholding the distinction between "true" authors and those who
"only" write for money. Young nearly admits that originality's
intrinsic meaning has no importance for him when he declares
that he "shall not enter into the curious inquiry of what is, or
is not, strictly speaking. Original, content with what all must
allow, that some Compositions are more so than others; and
the more so I say, the better."^^ Joel Weinsheimer, in fact, has
effectively demonstrated the numerous ways in which the
Conjectures fails to demonstrate an essential difference between
imitation and originality. Young's favorite examples of true
originals—the ancients—are only in Young's argument
"accidental originals" because their sources have been lost.
Since "[w]e cannot demonstrate the absence of precedent that
would certify an original as real," as Weinsheimer argues, then
"[t]o us there is no difference per se between real and accidental
originality, and hence none between a real original and an
imitation."" Further, in Young both originals and imitations
imitate; they differ only in their objects of imitation. To argue
that originals imitate nature and imitations imitate art, though,
assumes "not only the aesthetic and anthropological distinction
between nature and art but also the more fundamental
distinction between objects and signs."" The essential difference
between originality and imitation, then, depends upon an
unconvincing absolute distinction between sign and object as
well as an impossible assurance of the absence of precedent.
Originality thus does not hold up as a critical category. But for
Young it doesn't need to, for it performs other cultural work.
Contrary to Young's own claims, there is nothing new about
" Conjectures, 9-10. See also on this point Weinsheimer (59), who takes this
admission as a function of the weakness of the argument for originality itself.
" Weinsheimer, 60-1.
Weinsheimer, 62.
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advocating originality. What is new about Young—and perhaps
what explains why literary historians have been willing to credit
him with innovating this value rather than, say, John
Dunton—is his use of originality as marking the difference
between popular and high culture.
The importance of originality in the Conjectures lies less in
any intrinsic, definable meaning than it does in its effectiveness
as a signifier of difference, a maker of distinctions. Originality
for Young negotiates an authorial position defined against pure
social capital—the refined accomplishment of an aristocrat for
the entertainment of friends or status gleaned by association
through patronage—as well as against economic capital, insisting
on cultural capital as an independent category. Young's Essay
explicitly rejects a formulation of authorship as an elite pastime
practiced and patronized by classically-educated aristocrats.
Genius transcends the class-defined access to a literary
education: "Many a Genius, probably, there has been," Young
insists, "which could neither write, nor read" (35). On the
other hand, while any repetition—even imitation of the ancients
by the refined—proves degrading, nothing spoils language quite
so thoroughly as spreading to the lower classes: "Words
tarnished, by passing thro' the mouths of the Vulgar," Young
argues, "are laid aside as inelegant, and obsolete. So Thoughts,
when become too common, should lose their Currency; and
we should send new metal to the Mint, that is, new meaning to
the Press" (13-14). If access to a shared body of ancient texts
defines the residual form of authorship that Young rejects, an
exclusive individual access to previously unshared thoughts,
articulated as originality, defines the authorship that Young
embraces.
Another way of stating the exclusive access that originality
affords might be, as Young's own metaphor about minting
" On Young's claim to originality of argument, see above, note 12. On earlier
advocates for originality in popular culture, see J. Paul Hunter, Before Novels: The
Cultural Contexts of Eighteenth Century English Fiction (New York and London:
W. W. Norton, 1990), especially ch. 1.
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coins suggests, as property. For Young, original writing
constitutes the only legitimate form of literary property and
original writers are the only legitimate owners;
Thyself so reverence as to prefer the native growth of thy
own mind to the richest import from abroad; such
borrowed riches make us poor. The man who thus
reverences himself, will soon find the world's reverence to
follow his own. His works will stand distinguished; his
the sole Property of them; which Property alone can
confer the noble title of an Author, that is, of one who
(to speak accurately) thinks, and composes; while other
invaders of the Press, how voluminous, and learned
soever, (with due respect be it spoken) only read, and
write. (53-4)
Only property in writing. Young insists, can earn one the title
of author, and only originality ensures the claim of property.
By defining authorship through property. Young rejects social
capital—including the shared though exclusive access to classical
learning that signifies a particular rank as well as the patronage
that extends the "protection" of that rank to a few outside of
it—as the primary goal of genuine authorship. Indeed, Martha
Woodmansee has demonstrated that in Germany, professional
writers used Young's argument to support their claims to legal
rights.Young's rejection of the primacy of social capital
through the private property of original composition, though,
risks defining authorship in terms of economic capital.
While Young explicitly defines this new form of authorship
against an elite monopoly on letters, the genuine range of men
and women who might make a living from writing emerges as
an even more powerful threat. Originality legitimates property,
but property ownership itself implicates the author in the
marketplace. Young, however, deploys originality to define
" "The Genius and the Copyright."

The Author as Ghost

39

property and at the same time to represents true authorship as
immaterial, as beyond purchase or even articulation.
Originality alone places the author above the chaos and
multiplicity of a marketplace choked by print. The press,
Young complains in the opening of his Conjectures, has grown
"too luxuriant" (4), although there can never be too much
writing of "sound Understanding."^^ Original composition
rescues gentlemen from commonplaces and common places:
To Men of Letters, and Leisure, [composition] is not only
a noble Amusement, but a sweet Refuge; it improves
their Parts, and promotes their Peace: It opens a back
door out of the Bustle of this busy, and idle world, into
a delicious Garden of Moral and Intellectual fruits and
flowers; the Key of which is denied to the rest of
mankind. (5)
This private refuge to which only a select few may hold a key
resonates with the class distinction between the leisured author
who values his privacy and the mass of people inhabiting public
spaces. Literature not only provides safety from the common
crowd, but it can even rescue one from the materiality and
temptations of the body itself:
While we bustle thro' the thronged walks of public Life,
[composition] gives us a respite, at least, from Care; a
pleasing Pause of refreshing Recollection. If the Country
is our Choice, or Fate, there it rescues us from Sloth and
Sensuality, which, like obscene vermin, are apt gradually
to creep unperceived into the delightful bowers of our
retirement, and to poison all its sweets. (6-7)

See Zionkowski for a suggestive discussion of the perception of the proliferation
of print during the eighteenth century.

40

1650-1850

Whether in the midst of a crowd or alone with one's body,
composition, like death, liberates the subject from physical
desires and needs.
Of all composition, though, only original writing in Young
achieves this freedom from the material, for originality marks
the difference between "noble" amusement and common
pleasures. "[DJive deep into thy bosom," Young advises,
"excite, and cherish every spark of Intellectual light and heat,
however smothered under former negligence, or scattered
through the dull, dark mass of common thoughts" (53).
Imitative composition inevitably belongs to this dark mass, for
it cannot conceal the effort involved in its production. "An
Original" on the other hand, "may be said to be of a vegetable
nature; it rises spontaneously from the vital root of Genius;
it grows, it is not made-. Imitations are often a sort of Manufac
ture wrought up by those Mechanics, Art, and Labour, out of
pre-existent materials not their own" (12).
The author's death returns at the end of the essay, newly
apparent as the only position to offer less complicity in the
materiality of the marketplace than the original composer. As
his true "grand work," Addison's death confirms his authorship
in a way that even his writing cannot: "his name would have
deserved immortality, tho' he had never written" (99) by the
example of his death. Death, like original composition, frees
Addison once and for all from the "bustle of life," from sensual
temptation, and from speaking anything that has passed through
the mouths of the vulgar. For Young, in fact, the author's
moment of death becomes his greatest literary and dramatic
achievement. Partly this emerges from a traditional understand
ing of tragedy as itself a preparation for death: "Tully's assassin
found him in his litter," Young recalls, "reading the Medea of
the Grecian poet, to prepare himself for death. Part of Cato
might be read to the same end" (89). Young further honors
Addison for his Christian philosophy.^' Yet neither of these
" See D. W. Odell, "The Ailment of Young's Conjectures on Original
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connections account for Young's implicit association of true
authorship and Addison's death, the jewel at the heart of the
Essay for Young. Addison himself, in Young's anecdote, called
in an audience, thus theatricalizing the scene of his last
moments. He apparently summoned a young man to his
bedside for a final command, and "Forcibly grasping the youth's
hand, he softly said, 'See in what peace a Christian can die.' He
spoke with difficulty, and soon expired" (103). In Young's
representation, then, Addison performed his own death, creating
a dramatic scene greater than his dramatic writing: "[all] regard
the person departing as an Actor of a part, which the great
master of drama has appointed us to perform to-morrow: This
was a Roscius on the stage of life; his Exit how great?" (111).
Thus death itself becomes in this essay Addison's greatest
dramatic achievement and most original composition. Young's
formulation goes beyond the commonplace of authorship as
immortality, for he insists that Europe "knows not half
[Addison's] title to her esteem; being as yet unconscious that
the dying Addison far outshines her Addison immortal" (110).
It is the moment of death, the passage from the material to the
immaterial, that turns out to be the monument that Young had
begun the essay by promising to the reader:
[T]his is the sepulchral lamp, the long-hidden lustre of our
accomplished countryman, who now rises, as from his
tomb, to receive the regard so greatly due to the dignity
of his death; a death to be distinguished by tears of joy;
a death which angels beheld with delight. (109)
Like an actor taking his applause at the end of a play, Addison's
ghost rises from the grave after his literary career and
performance of death to receive his due. Young, then, presents
two forms of authorship that turn out to be the same: the
original author and the author as ghost, whose originality and
Composition," Studies in Philology 78 (1981): 87-106.
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ghostliness serve as unstable signifiers of difference between the
materiality of writing for the market and an authorial position
that claims its cultural distinction by its refusal of the material.

While the ghostly return of the dead Addison and value of
original composition similarly negotiate simultaneous demands
of materiality and immateriality, the ghost of Shakespeare
becomes the more commonplace specular author, often making
its appearance before adaptations and in attacks on adapters.
Like the problem of originality and imitation, adaptation raises
the most challenging questions about literary ownership,
material profit, individual authorship, and the borders between
texts. The appearance of Shakespeare's ghost in the eighteenth
century addresses issues of the text's materiality more explicitly
than Young's subtle connection between original composition
and Addison's death: Shakespeare's ghost commonly rises to
chastise an adapter for violating Shakespearean property or
earning profits from Shakespearean plays.
Shakespeare comes to represent original authorship itself and,
in spite of the historical Shakespeare's professionalism, a
simultaneous claim of property and transcendence of the
material. The poet of nature provides Young with his most
prominent example of original genius after Addison:
Shakespeare mingled no water with his wine, lower'd his
Genius by no vapid Imitation. Shakespeare gave us a
Shakespeare, nor could the first in antient fame have given
us more. Shakespeare is not their Son, but Brother; their
Equal, and that, in spite of his faults. (78)
Jonson and Dryden, on the other hand, had too much learning
to produce original plays; more learning. Young speculates,
might actually have damaged Shakespeare's original genius.
Shakespeare further signifies an elite taste for Young; praising
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Dryden resembles "an intoxicated hoste, and his tasteless guests,
over some sparkling adulteration, commending their Cham
paign" (86). In spite of Shakespeare's extensive borrowing.
Young and others represent Shakespeare as the poet with no
significant obligations to anyone else and thus no potential
violations of property. The figure of the ghost dematerialized
Shakespeare even further, and writers commonly invoke
Shakespeare's ghost to arbitrate between legitimate and
illegitimate forms of authorship. Appearances of the spectral
Shakespeare abound so greatly that this figure comes to border
on cliche.^' I will address three examples that illustrate in
particular the way the value for originality, itself produced out
of the contradictory demands of materializing and dematerializing the text, produced a vision of the most original of authors
as (dis)embodied in the same borderland. In its oscillation
between presence and absence, materiality and immateriality,
the ghost of Shakespeare becomes a trope that expresses
emergent conflicts between the historical location of both text
and author in a marketplace, and writers' own persistent
attempts to locate themselves outside of materialism and
materiality.^®
Writing long before the value of original composition had
found extensive articulation, John Dryden raises Shakespeare's
ghost as a strategy for "authorizing" his own adaptation. But
while Dryden may not share Young's concern that professionals
have overcharged the presses, he nevertheless uses Shakespeare's
ghost to work out the property relations of adaptation.^^
" For the frequency of Shakespeare's spectral appearance during the eighteenth
century, see Dobson, 164-5. The ghost of Shakespeare had become enough of a
cliche for Charles Gildon to parody its appearance in his Comparison between Two
Stages.
For another view, see Marjorie Garber, Shakespeare's Ghost Writers: Literature
as Uncanny Causality (New York: Methuen, 1987).
Dryden's Notes and Observations on the Empress of Morocco, for example, attacks
Settle for his flights of fancy. For Dryden and his precursors, see James Anderson
Winn, John Dryden arui His World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987),
especially ch. 9. For a fine discussion of Dryden as an adapter of Shakespeare, see
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Before his Troilus and Cressida, a self-conscious alteration of
Shakespeare's play, Mr. Betterton delivers the prologue
"Representing the Ghost of Shakespear"-.
See, my lov'd Britons, see your Shakespear rise.
An awfull ghost confess'd to human eyes!
Unnam'd, methinks, distinguish'd I had been
From other shades, by this eternal green.
About whose wreaths the vulgar Poets strive.
And with a touch, their wither'd Bays revive.^^
Dryden represents the ghost of Shakespeare as an inspiration,
a figure living after his death (underscored by organic imagery)
through whom other poets bring themselves to life. The honor
of seeing its play on the new stage pleases Shakespeare's ghost,
and it praises the taste of those who recognized the greatness of
his work. Nevertheless, the ghost has some ominous words:
In this my rough-drawn Play, you shall behold
Some Master-Strokes, so manly and so bold.
That he, who meant to alter, found 'em such.
He shook; and thought it Sacrilege to touch.
Though hardly realistic, this ghost becomes slightly threatening
around the issue of its property. At the same time that the
ghost welcomes Dryden's alterations, it insists that the new
playwright did not take this potential violation lightly. This
Shakespeare, embodied by an actor but also disembodied as a
ghost, provides the conditions for the new playwright through
the ghost's own idealized originality. In the context of an
unoriginal act of rewriting, Dryden has the ghost of Shake
speare represent this kind of composition as the inspiration of
Dobson, ch. 1.
^ Troilus and Cressida, in The Works of John Dryden, ed. Alan Roper (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1984), 13:249. Future references are cited in the
text.
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the living by the dead. The figure of the ghost, which provides
the image of an unworldly Shakespeare beyond material need,
represents a Shakespeare with great care for poetic lineage but
some concern to protect its property as well. Ultimately, the
ghost defines the right to rewrite as a limited privilege:
Now, where are the Successours to my name?
What bring they to fill out a Poets fame?
Weak, short-liv'd issues of a feeble Age;
Scarce living to be Christen'd on the Stage!
Late seventeenth-century playwrights themselves, however,
had developed a tremendous concern for the borders between
texts, but not the romantic insistence on originality: accusa
tions of plagiarism had become common enough for Gerard
Langbaine to devote an entire book {An Account of the English
Dramatic Poets, 1691) to sorting out who has plagiarized and
who legitimately owns their texts. In the preface to Troilus and
Cressida, in fact, Dryden apparently responds to one such
accusation when he writes of his last scene that "[t]hey who
think to do me an injury, by saying that it is an imitation of
the Scene betwixt Brutus and Cassius, do me an honour, by
supposing I could imitate the incomparable Shakespear" pCIU:
227). In an age of increasing consciousness about discursive
property, Dryden enables his own project of adapting
Shakespeare by creating a ghost to approve of his changes and
to insist on its own position as beyond the material economy
of authorship.^^
Shortly after Dryden's death, his own ghost appeared on
stage. In the prologue to George Granville's Jew of Venice, an
alteration of Shakespeare's Merchant of Venice, the ghost of
" For an interesting reading of the relationship of this prologue to the politics of
the new Troilus itself, see Dobson, 74-6. Dobson aigues that "this prologue
dramatizes the adaptor's Oedipal relation to this 'awfuU ghost' in a manner which
carefuEy distracts attention from the political content of the adaptation which is
to follow" (75).
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Dryden appears alongside the ghost of Shakespeare; as in
Dryden's own prologue, the dead poets appear "Crown'd with
Lawrel."^'* Like Dryden, Granville uses the ghost of Shake
speare to legitimize his own project:
These Scenes in their rough Native Dress were mine;
But now improv'd with noble Lustre shine;
The first rude Sketches Shakespear's Pencil drew.
But all the shining Master-stroaks are new.
But as the above passage suggests, Granville more explicitly
integrates the problem of legitimation with the problem of
property. Granville's ghosts reveal their author's greater
resistance to the marketplace and simultaneous greater concern
to distinguish his own property. Granville carefully distin
guishes Shakespeare's lines from his new ones by marking all
additions with an apostrophe in the printed text. This gesture
not only separates Shakespeare's written property from
Granville's in a far more scrupulous way than Dryden's brief
catalogue in the preface to Troilus and Cressida, but it also
reveals a consciousness of the play as a printed commodity, for
such marks can only mean anything in the play's printed life.
In response to the class implications of writing for the
marketplace, Granville represents adaptation as an honorable
literary practice by recalling similar endeavors by other elite
playwrights:
Undertakings of this kind are justify'd by the Examples
of those Great Men who have employ'd their Endeavors
the same Way: The only Dramatique Attempt of Mr.
Waller was of this Nature, in his Alterations of the Maid's
The prologue was written by Bevill Higgons, Esq. All quotations from this play
from George Granville, The Jew of Venice [1701], facsimile reprint (London:
Cornmarket Press, 1969).
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Tragedy. To the Earl of Rochester we owe, Valentiniam
To the Duke of Buckingham, The ChancesT"
Granville's authorial ghosts embody this contradiction and
attempt to redefine legitimacy in cultural terms. Both the
ghosts of Shakespeare and of Dryden berate the audience for
their low, commercial tastes and place Shakespeare above and
beyond this commodity circulation by opposing his poetry of
nature (rough native dress) to the "unnatural" desires and tastes
of the audience, an opposition that organizes Granville's
representation of legitimate and illegitimate authorship.^^
" This "Advertisement to the Reader" hsts other similar efforts as well: "Sir
William Davenant and Mr. Dryden united, in restoring the Tempest: Troilus and
Cressida, Timon, and King Lear, were the Works of three succeeding Laureats:
Besides many othen, too many to mention." In his "Epistle to the Right Hon.
George Lord Lansdown," Edward Young himself somewhat obsequiously feeds
Granville's aspirations to a place in the poetic genealogy by idealizing him as the
true heir to Shakespeare:
Long may we hope brave Talbot's blood will run
In great descendants; Shakespeare has but one;
And him, my Lord, permit me not to name.
But in kind silence spare his rivals' shame:
Young also invokes the ghost of Shakespeare:
Should Shakespeare rise, unbless'd with Talbot's smile,
Ev'n Shakespeare's self would curse this barren isle;
But if that reigning star propitious shine.
And kindly mix his gentle rays with thine,
Ev'n I, by far the meanest of your age.
Shall not repent my passion for the stage.
Yotmg's ultimate flattering point about Granville's authonhip, however, repeats
Granville's own distinction between the noble pleasures of a Rochester or
Buckingham and those who write for money:
The Muses write for glory, not for gold;
'Tis far beneath their nature to be sold.
^ My discussion of these emerging distinctions between high culture and popular
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Modern, popular playwrights who, the ghosts imply, an
unschooled audience prefer bewitch spectators by twisting
nature:
Thro' Perspectives revers'd they [living playwrights]
Nature view.
Which give the Passions Images, not trtie.
Strephon for Strephon sighs; and Sapho dies.
Shot to the soul by brighter Sapho's Eyes.
The ghost of Dryden demands that the audience reorient its
desires: "You Beaux Love Ladies, and you Ladies Men," the
ghost of Shakespeare insists "These Crimes unknown, in our
less polisht Age, / Now seem above Correction of the Stage."
The ghost of Dryden's accusation and the ghost of Shake
speare's defense set up a series of oppositions between authentic
nature—which includes Shakespearean drama, freedom from the
marketplace, and heterosexuality—and perverted nature, which
includes modern, commercial writing, profiteering, and sexual
aberration. Granville carries this set of oppositions over to the
play itself, in which sexual aberration, the perversion of nature,
and profit-making become associated with the figure of the Jew.
In the same breath that Shakespeare's ghost insists on his own
stage's freedom from homosexuality, he reminds the audience
that "Less Heinous Faults, our Justice does pursue; / To day we
punish a Stock-jobbing Jew." So while being a Jewish profiteer
does not constitute the same scale of offense as Sappho dying
for Sappho, the crimes fall into the same category. And in
culture is indebted to Raymond Williams, Culture and Society: 1780-1950 (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1958), and also Stallybrass and White, The
Politics and Poetics of Transgression. On the cultural politics of Granville's
adaptation of The Merchant, see also Dobson's discussion in The Making of the
National Poet (121-4). Dobson ai^es that "in the world of...Granville, real
literature, such as the drama of Dryden and Shakespeare, inhabits a contracted,
orderly space, beyond which all is grotesquerie, Frenchness, the fair, the
masquerade, the unnatural, the inverted" (122).
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Granville's alteration itself, profit-making becomes the Jew's
replacement for any form of sexuality. In a scene that
Granville adds, Antonio toasts friendship, Bassanio toasts
Portia, Gratiano toasts all women, and Shylock toasts money:
"I have a mistress," he says, "O may her Charms encrease and
multiply; / My Money is my Mistress! Here's to / Interest
upon Interest" (12). For the Jew, interest upon interest replaces
one body upon another. Granville revives this play in the
midst of the burgeoning of finance capitalism; the Bank of
England had been established but seven years earlier.^^ By
allowing the Jew to stand for all the greed and exploitation of
commerce, Granville allows the Christians to stand for only its
virtues.
Granville opposes Christians, Shakespeare, and
heterosexual love-making to Jews, homosexuality, and
profiteering.
If the ghosts of Shakespeare and Dryden can now rise above
the material, living playwrights remain mired in it. Granville's
repeated distinction between the economic and cultural capital
of writing betrays uneasiness with his own participation in the
public theater. The epilogue locates the responsibility with the
audience as much as the writer:
The Scribler, pinch'd with Hunger, writes to Dine,
And to your Genius must conform his Line;
Not lewd by Choice, but meerly to submit;
Would you encourage Sense, Sense would be writ.
Granville pictures a world in which the low tastes of the
audience degrade playwrights to lewdness at the expense of
sense, thus insisting on his own elite distinction from this
position. The need for profit forces less distinguished writers
into producing low art. Shakespeare, however, becomes a
^ See Roy Porter, English Society in the Eighteenth Century (New York: Penguin,
1990).
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canonical figure who transcends the shame (the Jewishness, the
sexual perversion) of profit:
Shakespears sublime in vain entic'd the Throng,
Without the Charm of Purcel's Syren Song.
In the same Antique Loom these Scenes were wrought,
Embellish'd with good Morals and just Thought:
True Nature in her Noblest Light you see,
E're yet debauch'd by modern Gallantry...
'Tis Shakespear's Play, and if these Scenes miscarry.
Let Gormon take the Stage
or Lady Mary.
Granville thus holds up Shakespeare as the poet of nature
whose work transcends the crude, material world of writing for
money—a task that seems inevitably, in Granville's epilogue, to
destine a performance to superficiality and perversion.
The ghost of Shakespeare, unlike the historical Shakespeare,
escapes the possibility of trafficking in letters—a practice that
Granville represents as holding the greatest threat to genuine
authorship. The ghost occupies a place outside of the market,
and Granville defines this place as artistically and even
morally—it is Christian, not Jewish—superior to the position of
the writer in the marketplace. This immaterial state, however,
becomes one legitimate position through which a writer can
insist upon the material boundaries of literary property. Thus,
the ghost of Shakespeare rises not only to negotiate the
difference between honorary and transgressive forms of
adaptation, but to attack the property violation of foi^ery. In
an anonymous poem entitled "Familiar Verses, from the Ghost
of Willy Shakespeare to Sammy Ireland," the ghost demands to
know why Ireland, who claimed his Vortigem as a previously
undiscovered Shakespeare play, would "disturb the ashes of the
dead": "Peaceful I lay in STRATFORD'S hallowed fame, / And,
but for thee, might yet enshrin'd remain."^' Like a gothic ghost
London, 1796.
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that returns to terrorize the living because injustice disrupts his
peace, this ghost of Shakespeare cannot rest when writers
violate its property. The ghost then turns to Kemble with the
familiar anger over the altering of his plays. Yet the publication
of the Kemble texts offends the ghost in particular, and
Sheridan becomes just as guilty as Ireland because he produced
Vortigem for profit:
BURKE Sammy aids, and SHERIDAN the same;
The latter, right or wrong, is not to blame;
For well he knows, "All's grist that comes to mill!"
And VORTIGERN can't fail the house to fill.
This ghost, then, not only objects that its property has been
violated, but that it has been violated for money. Shakespeare's
plays, or anything calling itself a Shakespearean play, must not
be dragged into commerce. The ghost's final words express rage
over foi^ery and adaptation, characterize both those practices
as violent attacks on his text, and finally bemoan the ghost's
own helplessness to protect its property after death;
I'll not pretend the mystic veil to draw
Pronounce them ["new" Shakespearean plays] foi^'d,
or pass them into law:
To speak the truth, I give it on my word;
For years long past, my Muse has felt the sword,
Such hacking, slashing, cutting here and there.
Some parts press'd down, and other puff'd to air;
That I make oath, and swear it on the spot,
I know not what is mine, nor what is not.^'
See also the prologue to W. Kendrick, Falstaff's Wedding, A Comedy: As it is
Acted at the Theatre Royal in Drury-Lane. Being a Sequell to the Second Part of the
Play of King Henry the Fourth. Written in Imitation of Shakespeare (London, 1766).
In this prologue, an actor appears in a counsellor's gown and wig and mockingly
accuses the poet of forgery "With base design t'adopt [the characters] for his
own,/Tho' Shakespeare's property, and his alone."
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While ghosts of Shakespeare haunt a range of eighteenthcentury writers,^® they demonstrate a particular fondness for
David Garrick. Perhaps because, as Michael Dobson has
argued, Garrick becomes one of "two competing figures"—the
other being the Westminster Abbey statue—"which seek to
embody and thus secure the authorial spirit of Shakespeare."^^
But in Garrick's career, the tension between writing for a
market and transcending it become acute. Sometimes the ghost
praises Garrick as the playwright who rescues Shakespeare from
common adapters:
To thee [Garrick], my great restorer, must belong
See also, for example, the epilogue to Charles Gildon's alteration of Measure for
Measure (London, Cornmarket Press, 1969; 1700), in which Shakespeare's ghost
complains:
Enough 'your Cruelty Alive I knew;
And must I Dead be Persecuted too?
Injur'd so much of late upon the Stage,
My Ghost can hear no more; hut comes to Rage.
My Plays, hy Scriblers, Mangl'd I have seen;
By Lifeless Actors Murder'd on the Scene.
Later in the century, Charles Marsh begs Shakespeare's ghost to forgive his
adaptation of Cymbeline (London: 1752):
Beloved Shakespeare! may thy Shade forgive
That I, presuming, mix my Scenes with thine.
In the fond Thought they may together hve:
Alloy incorp'rates with the finest Coin....
Forgive me, for 'tis surely all the need
I e'er shall ask. Oblivion throw thy Veil
O'er those false hopes that flattered once indeed
Or, let Capricious ClBBER tell the Tale.
" Dohson, 134. My discussion of Garrick owes much to this chapter, which also
provides many more instances of the ghost of Shakespeare. Dobson emphasizes
the ways in which Garrick used "Shakespeare's own spectral authority to empower
the revision of his plays" (171) and also "to embody the respectable Shakespeare
promoted in the 1730s as the decent alternative to Harlequin" (176).
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The task to vindicate my injur'd song,...
To save me from a dire impending fate,
Nor yield me up to Gibber and to Tate
Retrieve the scenes already snatched away.
Yet, take them back, nor let me fall their prey.^^
Other poetic ghosts, however, berate Garrick for gross
materialism. In one set of verses the ghost of Shakespeare
terrorizes Garrick into becoming the terrified Shakespearean
characters he portrayed:
On such a Night great Shakespear's Shade,
Appear'd to G—rr
k, as he laid
Involv'd in serious Contemplation,
Of his dang'rous Situation.
The little Hero struck with Fear,
Like Richard look'd, or mad like Lear,
Like Romeo in Pangs of Death,
Or like sleep murdering Macbeth?^
This frightful ghost accuses Garrick of ingratitude, arguing that
Shakespeare catapulted him to fame ("Perhaps you have forgot
the day, / When in Obscurity you lay") and Garrick repaid this
debt by ignoring Shakespeare and producing profit-making
popular shows. The ghost scares Garrick by accusing him of
giving in to the temptations of material profit and ignoring
cultural capital, defined by this ghost precisely by its detach
ment from the material:
Couldst' thou, with base ignoble Mind,
To Fortune, and my Favours blind.
London Magazine, June 1750, 279.
" "The Visitation; Or, an Interview Between the Ghost of Shakespeare and D-v-d
G—rr
k. Esq" (London, 1755), 5.

54

mo-mo
Forget I chose thee out, and sought,
To teach thee all, e're Nature taught?
Taught thee to feel, each nice Sensation,
And reign unrival'd in a Nation?
Rais'd thee from nothing to high Glory,
Making all Actors bow before ye.
Acknowledging themselves unequal
To equal you?—now mark the Sequel,
You have of late, why best you know.
Deserted those, that serv'd you so;
Contemn'd that Pow'r, you lately priz'd.
And follow'd Arts you once despis'd;
Oe'rbearing all, with haughty Spirit,
Buoy'd up by self-sufficient Merit-,
Preferr'd Toll Loll, and what's akin,
Compar'd with Drawer—Harlequin;
Aids that the Grecian Stage ne'er knew.
Aid that Dame Nature never drew.^"^

In their immaterial incarnation, the ghosts of Shakespeare
tend to share a disdain for the material, but they differ on how
they interpret Garrick's career. One ghost invites Garrick to
join it in the immaterial world of true authorship, claiming that
Shakespeare made Garrick "half divine."^' Others protest
Garrick's decision to replace Shakespearean drama with plays
that turn a larger profit. Still other ghosts protest attempts by
Garrick and his colleagues to drag Shakespeare into materiality.
In Arthur Murphy's parody of Hamlet, for example, the ghost
of Shakespeare appears as old Hamlet's ghost and accuses his
"son" Garrick of revising Shakespearean drama to make money
at the expense of art.^^ In "A Poetic Epistle from Shakespear in
Elysium, to Mr. Garrick," however, the ghost of Shakespeare
"The Visitation," 13.
" "An Epistle from Shakespear to His Countrymen" (London, 1777), 12.
Published in Jesse Foote, The Life of Arthur Murphy, Esq. (London, 1811).
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protests all attempts to degrade the disembodied spirit of
Shakespeare into any form of materiality. The ghost objects to
Garrick that:
in vain the bust
The medal's form in vain, poetic worth
Commemorate; they only greet the eye
Of ostentation, or the splendid roof
Of pomp with idle decoration grace;
Filling the antiquarian with a train
Of incoherent, whimsical delight.
What can avail the sculptor's curious art.
Embodying rich the animated stone.^^
Here Shakespeare's ghost regards such efforts to honor him—a
bust Garrick kept in his theater, a medal he printed for the
Shakespeare Jubilee, and the famous statue of Shakespeare—as
"false tributary fame, and senseless joy." Yet this ghost does
not reject Garrick himself, for it goes on to praise Garrick's
productions. The offense here is any attempt to embody
Shakespeare, to drag Shakespeare down from his immaterial
sphere into the rock-hard materiality of a statue, a bust, or a
medal. As an author, Shakespeare must remain pure spirit.
Later, the ghost tells Garrick that it only wants the trophies of
"heroic spark": "each deed / That honesty delights in, and each
worth / That fair morality would call her own" become the
only desired rewards, and ones that the ghost will not allow to
be reduced to a material form. Finally, the ghost declares to
Garrick:
THOU art my living monument; in THEE
I see the best inscription that my soul
Could wish: perish, vain pageantry, despis'd!
"A Poetic Epistle from Shakespear in Elysium, to Mr. Garrick" (London, 1752),
3.
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SHAKESPEARE revives! in GARRICK breathes again! (6)

As an author-spirit, Shakespeare can inhabit Garrick's body and
animate his performance; Garrick, on the other hand, conjures
the Shakespearean author-spirit whenever he performs.
Shakespeare's ghost can find a temporary home in the body it
shares with David Garrick. Watching Garrick perform, this
poem implies, provides an unmediated and authentic experience
of Shakespeare's essence.^^ Thus the poem, saturated with the
"true" author's disdain for the material, nevertheless ends with
a blatant advertisement for Garrick's theater. This moment
summarized the eighteenth-century paradox of authorship; the
consumer offers the quintessential symbol for material
ity—money—in exchange for what is rapidly emerging as the
quintessential experience of spirit.^'
See Dobson, 168.
" The Monticello College Foundation Fellowship at the Newberry Library
provided me with the resources and opportunity to complete this essay. I also
wish to thank Helen Deutsch for her productive suggestions.

